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Posing New Challenges|

By LESLIE H. GELB
Special to The New York Times

WASHINGTON, March 2 — Presi.,

dent Reagan's vision of defensive sys-
terns to render nuclear weepans ‘‘im-
potent and obsolete’ is moving strate-
gic thinking and nuclear competition'
toward a new era. }

For Mr. Reagan’s vision has donel
nothing less than to assault the core of!
nuclear philosophy, namely deterrence
based on the threat of retaliation. He
and his senior aides are saying that the
40 years of nuclear peace built on that
threat cannot last and is, in any event,
immoral, - :

Most experts say they think that per-
haps decades of research will be m-,
cuired before they know with confi-
dence whether the vision can be trans-
lated into workable technology.

Consequences of the Vision

-'Yet proponents and critics alike are
well aware that the visiorn itself, along;
with -accelerated research programs
and the attending debetes, is shaking
the foundations of American military
policy — strategic doctrine, the shape
of military spending, lliance relations
and arms control. ) .
National attertion is focusing more’

l and more sharply on the plan as the two

superpowers prepare to resume arms
talks in Geneva on March 12, s current
research and testing proceeds apace,

as Congressional debate gets under!:

way on proposed spending for such re-
search and more and more technical

and doctrinal questions emerge.

The President’s ideal is a defensive |
system that saves lives. But the reality |’
could be new and more powertful offen- |:

sive and defensive capacities that|:

could be ‘used for a decisive nuclear
first strike, Thus, the debate centers on
how far the reality is fromn the ideal: Is
the President’s so-called Strategic De-|
fense Initiative, more populerly known
as **Star Wars,” well conceived to save
countless lives and enhance deter-
rence, or is it more likely to lead to an :
ever-more-precariots nuciear bal-||
ance? ’

For the next five years, planned
spending is about $30 billion out of more
than e trillion dollars in military budg-|.
eis. When and if the program gathers
mornentum thereafter, it could become
a dominant eiement of that budget.

[
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} The Alljes’ Position
! Publicly, American zllies are sup-
' porting research. Privateiv, they con-
 tinue to express the deepest fears that
! the program will bring a space arms
race that will reduce or eliminate the
links between American security and
their own. .
Administration officials assert that
the Strategic Defense Initiative|
brought the Soviet Union back to arms
talks and will Jead to real reductions in
offensive arms. But Soviet leaders in-
sist they will make no such reductions
until the program is reined in. And Mr.
Rezagan said in 2 recent interview thet
. he would not limit bis initiative, even if}
: Mescow agreed to deen recuctions o i
- missiles and even if ali 1k ieer 15rzes )
‘were eliminated. Administration cffi-
rcials also say he has put aside his
earlier offer to share defensive tech-|
nologies with Moscow. ’
Publicly, the Administration says the
: Soviet Union already has the jump in
' missile defense, both in a deployed an-
tiballistic missile system and in devel-
opment of new technologies. Indeed, no |
one disputes that the Russians have a |
small_ABM system around Moscow

Y —
-and that the United States has not de-
sployed a system. Privately, however,
«the-weight of opinion in the Administra.
3ion is that hard American knowledge
' 0FSoviet research in this area is negli-
sgitle and that the United States leads in_
“most if not all areas of research.
Al of the agonizing decisions and
Jjudgments that will have to be made in
~years to come on developing and de.
=ploying a panoply of the most Tuturistic
“technoiogies will have to be done with-
out ever testing them against a full-
scale attack, And to fulfill their goal, as
former Defense Secretary Harold
Brown Las written, they will have to
work perfectly “the first time,”

The unanswered questions now seem
legion. Has the momentum for the pro-
posed program already made it unstop-
pable? What, in fact, is the Soviet tech-
nical abiiity? How was the idea of a

vast American antiballistic missile|

system revived when it seemed so
firmly put to rest by treaty more than a
decade ago? Who is behind .it? Who is
against it? Why? Can it uitimately be
made to work? Can these defensive
abilities also be used as potent offen-
sive weaopons? -0

.. Jore the program becomes enormous
‘~and politically unstoppable.

Whgt is perhaps most striking about

: & series of recent interviews with offi.
cials throughout the Administration is
that hard questions about the program
arenot getting muchof a hearing in the
inner councils, By almost all &ccounts,

support for the program has become
éhe touchstone of loyalty to the Presi-
- dent. . . )
;- In fact, whether some of these ques-’
- tions will be answered may depend on’
the purview of the debate. And that
may depend on who defines its terms —
the Administration or its critics in Con.
gress and the arms control field.
Officials acknowledge that the Ad-
ministration wants the vision to domi-
nate what they see as a narrow and
practical debate ebout research into
promising technologies. . )

The critics want to cast the debate in
the broadest possible terms now, be-

Officials and critics alike agree that
some research is desirable, if only on
the ground of prudence and as a check
against Soviet projects. ’ !
- Moreover, it should be pointed out}
that neither critics nor Soviet jeaders
who publicly argue for limits on mili-

 tary research have put forward a plan| .
" for monitoring work that for-the most
part occurs in laboratories.

Mr. Reagan opened the door to the
larger debate when he unveiled his |
-ideas on March 23, 1983. In calling on}
scientists to find ways to render nu-
clear weapons “impotent and obso-
“lete,”” he said, ‘“My fellow Americans,
;tonight we are launching an effort
i Which holds the purpose of
| the course of human history.”
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